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Mr. President, members of the faculty, members of the
graduating class and friends, ladies and gentlemen:
Occasions such as this always bring together young
graduates, and the friends of the young people, all of whom are
primarily interested in the future.

But it is a singular aspect

of these gatherings that they usually are addressed by people
qualified primarily to speak of the past.

The irony is

emphasized on this occasion by the very name of the organization
represented by the speaker, the American Antiquarian Society,
as well as by the physical bearing of its president.
Perhaps this is so often the case because persons identified
with the past can speak more confidently of a· future which,
as things eventuate, may un-say all that they predict,

bu~

at a

time sufficiently remote from the prophet so as to spare him
the embarrassment of his contradictions.
Both the present and the future usually are viewed by
"mature" orators, as times that compare unfavorably with a past
remembered for rather more virtues than have survived it.
Sometimes, as the cynicism of the older years invades the margins
of senility, past and present and future seem to have diminished
lustre.

There is the oft-told tale of the two English club members

morosely surveying the state of the world in general.
them, throwing down his magazine with disgust said:

One of
"Punch
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isn't as good as it used to be".

The other responded "no, and it

never was".
So, having forewarned you of the tendency of we older folk
to view past, present and future with dubiety, I will venture
into that undiscovered country, the future, toward which you all
proceed with confidence, eagerness, and a haste that you will
come to wonder at, if not regret.
It is not my purpose to examine that wilderness upon the
threshold of which you are poised in all its manifold manifestations,
but I propose to try to turn light onto one aspect of that future
world--the state of the human freedom that will obtain.
Few will gainsay the observation that human freedom now is in
jeopardy in most of the world; or the prediction that it will
be in even greater jeopardy in the years immediately ahead.

This

is a prediction the gloom of which is somewhat dininished by the
knowledge that it always has been in jeopardy.
You will remember the excellent lines of George Antrobus
in THE SKIN OF OUR TEETH, when he summed up the long ordeal of
world history by saying:

"I know that every good and excellent

thing in the world stands moment by moment on the razor-edge of
danger and must be fought for--whether it's a field, or a home,
or a country".
The good and excellent things--like human freedom--are
forever endangered.

And they always have been endangered.

The whole his:tory of the world is the melancholy story of liberty
besieged, in one era after another.

-3One historian after another has had to repeat the lament of
Tacitus commencing his story of the state of Rome in the reign
of Galba.

He wrote:

"Now we enter upon the history of a period,

rich in disaster, gloomy with wars, savage intle very hours of
peace.

Slaves betray their masters, freedmen their patrons, and

he who has no enemies is destroyed by his friends".
The world of the eighteenth century was often viewed as
one of civilization's better chapters.

But on the eve of the

American Revolution, Reverend Samuel Williams of the First Church
of Bradford, on December 15, 1774 spoke of the state of freedom
in these terms:
" ••• many governments by force and fraud, have gradually
extended their influence and power; till they have brought the
people into such a total subjection to their rulers, as to leave
them wholly at their mercy for whatever they enjoy.
over-run with this plague.

All Asia is

Her amazing numbers, fertility, and

wealth, are not allowed to minister to the ease and comfort of
her inhabitants, but only to the will and pleasure of her imperial
tyrants, and European plunderers and oppressors ••• to such a degree
of abasement and degradation are her wretched inhabitants reduced,
that the ver:y idea of Liberty is unknown amongst them.

In Africa,

scarce any human beings are to be found but barbarians, tyrants,
and slaves; all equally remote from the true dignity of human nature,

and from a well-regulated state of society.
from the curse.
bitter cup.

Nor is Europe free

Most of her nations are forced to drink of the

And in those in which freedom seems to have been esta-

blished, the vital flame has gone out".
Were he alive today, the Reverend Samuel Williams would have

-4little editing to do to bring his sermon of 1774 up to date.
He would need consult no more sources than Aleksandr
I. Solzhenitzyn and Andrei D. Sakharov to learn that there is
less human freedom and individual liberty today in the vast
reaches of the Soviet Union than there was in the Eighteenth
Century when Alexander ruled Russia.
Asia would present to him the same dismal prospect that it
did in 1774.

The identity of the persecuted and the persecutor

changes in that immense continent but the persecution of dissent
seldom diminishes for long.

Little that could be described as

human freedom could be located from Peking to Saigon.

The tyrants

frequently change, as in Laos, Cambodia, Viet Nam and other
lands, but the tyranny alters little.

In Africa, struggling up

from colonial domination, despotism more absolute than that of
the old imperial regimes, emerges in one unfortunate land after
another, giving the victims the small comfort of knowing that they
are being despoiled of their liberties by their relatives instead
of by strangers.

In Europe, millions of people who once tasted

liberty and freedom a century ago,languish under government as
absolute as any that disgraced the ancient royal regimes of the
18th Century.
In the so-called free world, liberty is threatened less by
human tyrants than by the tyranny of technology.

Society's

very progress toward the limitation of human effort by the
machine threatens to impose upon it a Faustian bargain under which
individual rights are yielded in order to make governments
sufficiently powerful to control the blind, brute force of the
machine age.

Parrington, in MAIN CURRENTS OF AMERICAN THOUGHT

described this hazard a generation ago, when he wrote:

-5" .•• a gloomy philoso phy stands on the thresho ld of the Americ an
mind .. an indust rial star is reshap ing the psycho logy fashion ed
by an agraria n world; the passion for liberty is lesseni ng and
t he individ ual, in the presen ce of creatu re comfor ts, is being
dwarfed ; the drift of centra lizatio n is shaping its inevita ble
tyrann ies to bind us ••• ".
In order to keep in chaine d confine ment the awful power of
such techno logies as thermo nuclear energy , we are encour aged to
submit man himsel f to chains on his discre tion. The world is
no longer one in which society as a whole can be safe if fallib le
human beings are wholly free. Sober scient ists have raised the
solemn questio n of whethe r or not a world in which there lie about
us stores of the concen trated destru ctive power of thermo -nuclea r
wastes is a world in which men can safely enjoy the luxury of utter
freedom of movement and total politic al liberty .
We look out upon a scene touche d with an almost univer sal
gloom, so far as the perpet uation of human liberty is concern ed.
Is there no gleam of light in this panopama of discour agemen t and
despai r?
Where shall we go for consol ation?
There is no place to go except where men under oppres sion
or threat ened by oppres sion always have gone. No matter how
absolu te the state, how tyrann ical the empire , how intole rant the
society , individ uals with a commit ment to freedom always have
survive d the ruin, persis ted in their passio n for liberty ,
risked their lives for its recove ry and reviva l, staked their
fortune s on its ultima te triump h.

-6We can find even in Parrington~s gloomy conjecture, sustenance
for liberal belief.

"With ebbing faith", he said, "men may deny

their own divine nature but the divinity is not destroyed; the
music of the indwelling Godhood murmers in the shell 'till the tide
returns to flood it again".

A whole generation of suppression did

not suffice to extinguish this "music" in Solzhenitsyn or Sakharov,

Medvedev, or Pasternak, or millions of others.

Nor has it

eclipsed the aspiration for freedom even in the lands of tyranny
rnoreabsolute.

In India, where there languish in jail at least

50,000 political prisoners, most of them the friends of democracy
and many of them friends of the United States, freedom is not
forgotten.

The greatest testament to its indestructibility is

the undininishing necessity of tyrants to continue their terror.
Dictatorship, armed with all the powers of the state,
possessing all the means and implements of torture and oppression,
equipped with all the punitive devices of modern times, finds
itself still so weak that it dare not face a handful of devotees
of freedom supported and sustained by power but that of their
own voices and their own bare hands.

And they shall yet prevail.

Their awful power and force, it must be said, is an aspect
of that future of freedom which we promised to illuminate that
must be remembered.
How much freedom will there be in the future to which you
now go?
The answer must be:

no more than there has been; no more

than there is now--unless your generation and subsequent generations are prepared to struggle for the great virtues of freedom
and liberty and all the other inestimable gifts of an open society
which stand, always and forever, moment by moment, "on the razor

...

'

-7edge of danger" •

